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In Rikkyo University’s English Discussion Class (EDC), students draw from instructions and 
prompts in the class textbook, and at times they will not know the meaning of certain vocabulary 
words contained in the lesson. This can result in confusion, and possible inability to discuss the 
topic at hand. To prevent this from happening, I created an activity aimed to eliminate or decrease 
confusion around textbook vocabulary. The activity explicitly targets certain word meanings to 
increase use of those terms in later discussions. This paper begins by describing the context for 
appropriate and beneficial intervention for this activity’s implementation. Further information is 
provided on class activities used to assist with understanding of lexical items from the textbook, 
and the paper concludes with the results of the activity and possibilities for future study. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
EDC classes mostly consist of the same steps each week: a quiz based on a textbook reading 
assignment; a fluency activity; and an introduction of target language in the form of “function 
phrases” or “communication skills,” usually a grouping of approximately six expressions (some 
of which are complete phrases/sentences and others open to completion by students) that help 
facilitate discussions. Following these stages is the central focus of each class—two group 
discussions that are ideally 10 and 16 minutes each, Discussion 1 (D1) and Discussion 2 (D2), 
respectively. Preceding D1 and D2 are shorter (usually 5 to 8 minutes, respectively) discussion 
preparation times, in which students familiarize themselves with the ideas and concepts 
surrounding the topic, e.g. the environment, social customs and values, technology, and similar, 
generally non-technical, subjects. 
EDC lessons are student-centered, with the instructor providing carefully selected 
feedback at various points throughout, but student autonomy and cohesive pair and group work 
are of notable importance, as these are keystones of communicative language teaching (CLT) 
(Hurling, 2012). Because learning function phrases and using them in the discussions are the 
central targets of each lesson, aspects of ESL learning like grammar, pronunciation, and 
vocabulary do not have a prominent role, which is in keeping with the CLT approach to language 
teaching. Indeed, because the class is only ninety minutes per week, maximizing students’ fluency 
and discussion skills take precedence over those aspects that are not specific, stated course aims. 
However, in regards to vocabulary, I believe that this facet in particular is not only an important 
component for effective discussion, but rather a crucial one. As Folse (2004) posits, learners can 
still express themselves and be understood with imperfect grammar, and though this may limit 
discussion, learners cannot get by with a lack of vocabulary; its absence can stop discussion. 
EDC lessons are topic-based, and the homework reading that begins each lesson in the 
textbook contains vocabulary and grammatical structures familiar to most Japanese high school 
graduates. Though the readings can be challenging for students, their contents are intended to be 
easily comprehended, as opposed to having an explicit focus on reading skills (Young, 2016). 
This pre-discussion reading should activate students’ schemata and assist in their understanding 
of the topic at hand. Schema theory is based on the idea that experiences lead to the creation of 
mental frameworks that help us make sense of new experiences (Liu, 2012). Opinions differ as to 
the types of schemata, but Carrell (1983) suggests at least two: content (background knowledge 
of the world) and rhetorical schemata (background knowledge of rhetorical structure). As all 
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homework readings follow the same general style of a fact-based, expository essay, students 
generally know what to expect in regards to the latter type. Liu (2012) suggests a further type of 
schemata, linguistic schemata, or the straightforward aspects of grammar, pronunciation, and 
definitions. Input that does not fit into any of these types of schemata may not be comprehended, 
or may not be comprehended correctly, and this can lead to students having a difficult time 
understanding a text on a subject they are not familiar with even if the person knows the  
meaning of the individual words in the passage. 
The reading contains ample context-appropriate terms that students can use in discussions. 
Additionally, other parts of the lesson, particularly in the discussions and their preparations, at 
times include terms that students are not familiar with. This can be problematic because students 
are expected to give their opinions on these topics; however, because use of dictionaries and 
similar aids are not encouraged during class, if a student does not know the meaning of a word, 
his or her only recourse is to question other classmates or the teacher during the preparation or 
even the discussions. This can provoke hesitancy or raise the student’s affective filter, resulting in 
a lack of inquiry about the term, and therefore more or less assuring that he or she will not engage 
in that particular topic or subtopic during discussion.   
An important consideration in regards to student performance is their willingness to 
communicate (WTC). Most simply defined as the probability of speaking when free to do so 
(McCroskey & Baer, 1985), WTC is an essential part of EDC discussions. The less students 
understand of the context of a discussion, the less they will be able to contribute to it, at least in 
terms of utilizing those otherwise unknown words in a constructive way. Of particular importance 
when thinking of how ESL students learn new words are ideas of how students receive new data, 
as well as the means and frequency with which students are exposed to new vocabulary. Krashen 
(1988) says that people acquire second languages only if they obtain comprehensible input and if 
their affective filters are low enough to allow the input “in.” Ideally, students already know this 
input, but explicit repetition ensures better understanding. The more attention and usage a word 
receives, the higher the chances of storing the vocabulary in long-term memory are (Craik & 
Lockhart, 1972). Nation (2015) promotes the instruction of vocabulary learning, both with 
incidental and deliberate learning of words. Students can learn incidentally through what Nation 
calls noticing: guessing the word meaning through context.  
The following vocabulary activity is a more deliberate, explicit means of having students 
notice. Repetitive reading of a word is a reliable way of ensuring a student understands the 
meaning, and many researchers conclude that five to seven repetitions are usually sufficient for a 
student to learn a word (Kachroo, 1962; Crothers & Suppes, 1967).  However, in the context of 
the EDC course, that high repetition count is unlikely to occur, and many new lexical items are 
encountered only once; it is unlikely that students will see the terms the five to seven times needed 
for retention. It is a challenge for such repetition of incidental learning, so I used a “shortcut” of 
explicit instruction. This can be described as “decontextualization,” in which the word is removed 
from its message context to be focused on as a discrete item of language, and there is evidence 
that this can help learning (Nation, 2015). If the activity removes the context of the word, then the 
later discussions can provide further input, both from the textbook (as students read the topics and 
subtopics of the discussion) as well as from the discussion itself, by listening to others as they use 
those words in a relevant context.   
To help further explain my motivation for this activity, a wider context may be helpful.  
In the 2015 academic year, I first noticed students not understanding certain vocabulary words 
(and the subsequent non-use of those words) in discussions. I modified the 3/2/1 fluency activity 
at the beginning of class to elicit their opinions on the homework reading content. Students used 
the fluency time to talk about what was interesting, surprising, or difficult about the reading, and 
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in this way, I hoped to further familiarize students with language they could apply later in 
discussions.   
 In fall 2015 and spring 2016 classes, I initiated a simple vocabulary-checking activity 
in most of my classes during the D1 preparation activity. In addition to the normal preparation 
activity, I instructed students to ask their partners or group members if there were any unfamiliar 
words. None of these interventions, however, proved particularly useful, perhaps because students 
had no problems with understanding or because students were hesitant to admit their lack of 
knowledge. One could hypothesize that their affective filter seemed to be raised on this point. The 
core goal of the activity is a worthy one, I think, so it has been adapted to a more explicit 
vocabulary-checking task to ensure its inclusion at the onset of class. 
 
ACTIVITY 
To ensure that students understood the vocabulary, this activity prompted them use a 
communication skill frequently promoted in EDC classes: checking understanding. Specifically, 
they were to make use of the question “How do you say ______ in English?” If understanding of 
text through reading is the preface to discussion, this activity facilitates the switch to an 
interpersonal, student-to-student, verbal confirmation of specific definitions. This negotiation 
strategy is also a potential boon to understanding, as negotiated vocabulary words are more likely 
to be learned than words that are not negotiated (Ellis, Tanaka, & Yamazaki, 1994).  Lexical 
items were listed with Japanese kanji glosses, as scaffolding in students’ L1 can be beneficial in 
learning vocabulary. Klevberg (2000) notes that by using translation to ensure student 
comprehension, a sturdy, meaningful cognitive base upon which to develop communicative use 
of the language is created, and this may provide the links necessary for long-term recall of material. 
Two important considerations to the application of the activity were: a) for which classes 
is it applicable and useful, and b) from where the targeted vocabulary should be drawn. Previous 
activities were implemented for all classes, but at that time it was apparent that higher level classes 
were much more likely to either already know the vocabulary or feel less inhibited at asking their 
classmates, or even the instructor, if a term was problematic. I felt the activity was more useful 
for lower level EDC classes: Level III students (TOEIC score 280-479) and Level IV students 
(TOEIC score below 280), and those students were the focus of this intervention. Because higher-
level students likely have fewer difficulties with vocabulary, this activity was less likely to be 
beneficial for Level II (TOEIC 480-679) or Level I (TOEIC 680 or above) students. My classes 
in Fall 2016 did not include Level IV classes, so this activity was used for my Level III classes. 
Five classes participated, totaling thirty-nine students.  
For each activity, fifteen vocabulary words were selected, and the vast majority was 
drawn directly from the textbook. In addition, I chose a small number of words, not found in the 
textbook, as anticipated vocabulary items the students would find a need for, or emergent terms. 
The homework reading, from which students initiate the fluency activity, is a primary source for 
useful vocabulary items, as it generally contains ample content that students can utilize later in 
discussions. The other sources for selected terms were chosen from the D1 and D2 pages in the 
textbook, including terms found in the preparation. The usefulness of essay versus discussion 
terms can vary from lesson to lesson, so the selected list was dependent upon that lesson’s 
particular content. The direct teaching of L2 vocabulary can raise students’ awareness of certain 
words so that they notice them when encountered while reading or, as in the case of EDC, while 
discussing a given topic. High frequency words are the most important for language use and 
consist of a relatively small number of words, so it is practical and worthwhile to directly teach a 
substantial number of them (Nation, 2001). All the words used in the activity were within the New 
General Service List, a commonly used index of 2,000 of the most frequently used English words. 
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 There were various word classes in each list. However, these classes were not specified 
in order to keep the lists simple and straightforward; verbs were all prefaced with “to ___”, a 
signifier that most students understand. In addition, using lists such as these aligns with the 
yakudoku technique, a common and integral method of “translation reading” in Japanese junior 
and senior high schools (Hino, 1988).  Yakudoku, in part, involves the students doing word-by-
word translations, often with specific lists of words. In other words, this activity was familiar to 
most students as they had likely experienced similar activities in years previous. 
 
Procedure 
The pair activity is completed at the beginning of class so that students can gain the maximum 
possible benefit and repetition during the class. After the class quiz, the teacher first asks students 
to think back to the introductory essay and try to recall if there were any difficult or unknown 
vocabulary terms. Students are told that they would check the meaning of vocabulary words from 
the essay as well as from other parts of the textbook, as well as other helpful words for discussion. 
The students are then given cards, one of which (card A) contains a list of Japanese prompt words, 
written in kanji. Half of the total words are contained on each card.  
 
A 






















Figure 1.  Week four vocabulary cards. 
 
 Student A asks his or her partner “How do you say _____ in English?”, and student B 
attempts to give the English without any aid or scaffolding. If this proves difficult, Student A is 
encouraged to give hints to help student B, and if an extended period (which was up to the students’ 
discretion) passes and student B cannot guess correctly or gave up, student A will give the answer. 
A typical exchange of all of these occurring might be as follows:  
 
Once Student A finishes, Student B then does the same with his or her list and the process 
repeats until all words have been covered. (A three-person, A-B-C version can be used for triads). 
Once all students finish, the instructor ends the activity by checking for any questions, and if any 
A: How do you say kagakusha (scientist) in English? 
B: Um… “science?” 
A: No.  This word is in the essay. 
B: I…umm… “science people?” 
A: No… 
B: I don’t know. 
A: It’s “scientist.” 
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particular term or terms were problematic. Each term has a single gloss from Japanese to English, 
even if others are possible. For example, the Japanese word “tsuujou” listed “common” as its 
English translation, though other, equally valid glosses are possible, e.g. “general” or “normal.” 
Rather than complicate the task with more word entries (on either the Japanese or English side), I 
informed the students that with some terms there were several potential translations, but this 
activity involved guessing one particular translation. The shorter the definition and the fewer 
defining characteristics a term contains, the more likely learning will happen, and Ellis (1995) 
determined that too much elaboration of word meaning results in capacity overload for learners 
with limited short-term memories. Simple and direct definitions work the best in oral input.  
To reiterate the underlying principle: when students do not know what the certain terms 
mean, then they likely will a) not give their opinion and expand upon that subtopic; and/or b) they 
will not necessarily understand this subtopic when their partners or group members do, and would 
therefore be unable to contribute to that part of the discussion (though it is possible that the 
meaning could be inferred from the context of the discussion.)  However, if those words’ 
meanings are clear from the outset, students’ WTC should be higher. The affective hesitance that 
results from a lack of understanding can be just as significant an impediment for more outgoing 
and talkative students than for students more reserved and shy when L2 meaning is unknown. 
Teachers should conclude the activity by telling students they should now have little to no 
difficulty with at least a general understanding of the terms in the textbook, and that if there were 
any further misunderstandings of words in the textbook or words produced from other students in 
discussion, then they should employ the same checking understanding activity. To assess the 
results of the activity, in weeks four and eight students completed a simple survey at the end of 
class that asked three questions, each accompanied with the full list of words (see Appendix). 
 
DISCUSSION 
This activity produced mixed results. The ultimate goal of it was to alleviate unawareness of 
vocabulary items, and I feel it was successful in this regard.  Whether students used the terms in 
discussions or not, the activity at the very least familiarized them with key words, which has some 
positive benefit to lower their affective filters. A lack of understanding of vocabulary can lead to 
students’ affective filter being raised, thereby limiting their willingness to communicate. However, 
with an explicit focus on learning the L2 meaning of select terms, that hesitance should have 
dropped and students should have been more willing to communicate those ideas in discussions. 
  Five classes participated in the vocabulary activity within three separate weeks: Lessons 
3, 4, and 8 in the 14-week fall 2016 semester. The concluding surveys were given in week four 
(n=39) and week eight (n=37). Their primary intention was to check efficacy of the activity. Once 
the discussions were complete, the central question was clear: did students learn—and 
subsequently use—the terms from the activity? The relationship between the first two questions 
on the survey provide the clearest answer to this question: whether or not students in the discussion 
actively used words that were previously unknown. If a student did not know a word before class 
but then subsequently used that word in the discussion, a reasonable correlation can be drawn that 
the student learned that word in the activity, or prior knowledge activated in their memory.   
 In week four there were no correlations between unknown and learned words; however, in 
week eight, there were a few examples of this. “Daycare” was a word found in the D2 preparation, 
and of the 37 students surveyed, 28 of them were unfamiliar with the word before class, and 18 
used the word in the discussion. Fourteen students were both unfamiliar with “daycare” and used 
it in the discussion, fully half of the students who did not know its meaning previously. Another 
(though less prominent) example included “to donate,” which two students were unfamiliar with, 
18 students used, and one student chose both.  One other term was “poverty,” in which twenty-
Christopher Mattson 
85 
six students used the term in discussion, but only one student was unfamiliar with it, and that 
student also used it in the discussion. “Daycare,” then, is a standout example of success with this 
activity, even though it was only one word out of a total of 30. Only 10% of the words showed a 
clear need to be explicitly pre-checked.   
 
 
Figure 2. Week eight vocabulary usage. 
  
CONCLUSION 
One mark of success of this activity is to the degree that previously unknown lexical items were 
learned in-class. There were at least a few terms that many students did not know beforehand but 
learned in the activity. However, although the students may have become familiarized with the 
term, they did not necessarily use them in the discussions. For example, in week eight, a term 
unfamiliar to at least 14 students was “overnight,” but according to the survey none of those 
students used the term later during class. This points to a clear shortcoming of the activity, that 
many terms simply were not used in discussions, even if learned at the onset. It is difficult to draw 
a definite conclusion from this result, but students either did not find the opportunity and/or were 
not sufficiently prompted to discuss the topic. Discussions ended up consisting of other topics. 
This also suggests that certain terms are not necessarily conducive prompts for discussion. While 
learning terms exclusive to the homework reading may activate schemata, clearly at times that 
does not equate to using the terms later on. Drawing this activity’s vocabulary choices more from 
discussion and discussion preparation terms is likely more effective, but would entail a greater 
degree of explicit vocabulary embedded in each lesson with a more deliberate focus on 
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 Another possible shortcoming of this assessment is that each student completed the 
questionnaire, but may not have had perfect recall of terms used in the discussion. In addition, the 
questionnaire was administered during only two lessons to five (out of 14) classes. With future 
studies, more accurate data could be obtained by increasing the number of lessons in which it is 
used, as well as increasing the number of classes involved. Terms that students are aware of and 
did not need to learn, yet were also used in discussion can be removed from the list and replaced 
with terms more challenging or salient to discussion. The survey was a simple questionnaire, and 
there were no other classes used as control groups. Later research using this activity could include 
more stringent gathering and analysis of the data, including control groups to see if any differences 
in word usage are apparent with non-participating classes. If the students are given the same survey 
two, four, or more weeks later, it could confirm whether or not the vocabulary items were retained 
in their long-term memory. 
 As for integration with EDC classes, this explicit vocabulary instruction exercise could be 
beneficial for many other students. Each lesson could be adapted so that key terms are given 
prominence in the homework reading, practice, and discussion pages, and/or a "key vocabulary" 
section could be added after the essay. This section could contain a Japanese translation for lower 
levels, or an appendix with translations could be added to the end of the textbook. In addition, the 
need for explicit vocabulary checking depends on the content of the lesson, and the need varies 
from week to week. Some lessons contain more challenging language than others, and for many 
lessons there is arguably little to no need for students to check for meanings. And as noted 
previously, in planning each textbook lesson, special consideration could be given to vocabulary, 
and deliberately adding key and helpful vocabulary words could help enrich student discussions.   
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APPENDIX – Post-discussion Questionnaire 
 
 
Lesson 8-Vocabulary Questionnaire   Class:  Wednesday  Thursday   Friday 
     9:00 10:45 
1. Before class, which words did you not know the meaning of?  Circle the word. 
授業前に知らなかった語彙は何ですか？(丸をつけてください) 
 
common     advantages 
scientist     travel abroad 
actor      actress 
motivation     international 
to focus on     research 
vocabulary     important 
disadvantage     to improve 
to worry 
 
2. Which words did you use in Discussion 1 or Discussion 2? Circle the word. 
ディスカッション１とディスカッション２にはどんな語彙を使いましたか？(丸をつけてください) 
 
common     advantages 
scientist     travel abroad 
actor      actress 
motivation     international 
to focus on     research 
vocabulary     important 
disadvantage     to improve 
to worry 
 
3. Which words are you still now not completely sure of their meaning? Circle the word. 
この語彙の中で、まだ意味があまり理解できない語彙はありますか？(丸をつけてください) 
 
common     advantages 
scientist     travel abroad 
actor      actress 
motivation     international 
to focus on     research 
vocabulary     important 
disadvantage     to improve 
to worry 
 
